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Peter Biľak

“Our understanding of good design is when design benefits all parties involved: users, makers,
producers and the general public.”
—Works that Work, No.10

Peter Biľak is a unique multidisciplinary designer whose ambition has been to not just be
an expert in his field but to do work he has never done before—not as a side hobby—as a living
(Biľak The Best Thing About Design 00:03:59–04:25:00). He has done just that—not only forging
new paths in his own career but taking design to new frontiers. While perhaps his best known
contributions have been to the field of type design, he has also been a significant figure in
advancing font licensing technology and pushing beyond the limits of current design software. He
is a sought-after creative partner having worked with such organizations as Facebook, Pentagram,
and the Paris Metro; he has been the driving force behind two influential publications; and his
work continues to know no bounds as he explores its place in modern dance. Who knows what
may be next?
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Biľak was born in 1973 in Soviet-controlled Czechoslovakia. A revolutionary movement
was building momentum, and in 1989 came the “Velvet Revolution” during which Czechoslovakia
left communist control. Biľak was 16 at the time and cites it as influential to his world view.
“Many things I was taught in school turned out to be half-truths. I learned how easy it is to
manipulate information, that there are very few things to take for granted” (Thomson par. 10).
Growing up in Czechoslovakia was also influential in tangible ways and may have laid the
foundation of his career. Attending school in the 1980s, he was often frustrated by the lack of
electronic support for his native language. Even though Czechoslovak is a Latin-based language,
typefaces would be missing critical diacritics. The L-caron (ľ), in particular, is only found in the
Slovak language and frequently omitted from fonts. So he often made his own letters (Rajagopal
par. 4).
He spent much of his 20s traveling and studying. He attended the Academy of Fine Arts
and Design in Bratislava and participated in exchange programs that took him to the US and UK.
He then completed an MA program at the Atelier National de Création Typographique in Paris
(1995-96). He returned to Slovakia to work for a large agency for which he was very well
compensated but was unhappy with the work. When his apartment burnt down in Bratislava, he
quit his job and moved to the Netherlands, receiving a grant to study at the Jan van Eyck
Akademie (1997–99) (VanderLans 24). It was in 1998 that FontShop published his first typeface,
FF Eureka.
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Above is a sample of FF Eureka, published by FontShop in 1998. It has very angular serifs with a distinctive lower case r and an
angular corner to the e. It hints at but does not yet embody the unique subtleties that Biľak’s font work now includes.

In 1999 after his studies at the Jan van Eyck Akademie, he was asked to work at Studio
Dumbar, a large international agency in The Hague. That same year he also founded Typotheque
as a personal outlet for publishing old projects. (Thomson par. 17). He also received his first
private commission, but before its release, the client cancelled the project, and the work was
subsequently lost in a studio break-in. Rather than abandoning the project, Biľak decided to start
from scratch and made Fedra Sans, released in 2001. It has become one of Typotheque’s best
sellers (Thomson par. 4). He published Fedra Serif two years later in 2003.
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Above are samples of Fedra Sans and Fedra Serif. Fedra has become Typotheque’s best-selling font. The font family has a large
x-height and short descenders. It also has a distinctive open bowl on the b. Fedra Serif takes a unique approach to serifs. There is no
bracket connecting the top serif whose base is perfectly horizontal, but the outer joining corner of the serif curves over top to
connect with the main stroke of the letter—a connection which is usually angular and pointed.

2004 was another monumental year for Biľak. Huda Smitshuikzen AbiFarès founded the
Khatt Foundation with an aim to inspire cross-cultural dialog through design. The Foundation
sponsored the ambitious Typographic Matchmaking project with the goal of modernizing Arabic
textfaces and developing quality fonts on which to build the future of modern Arabic type. Biľak
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was matched with designer Tarek Atrissi to develop an Arabic companion to Fedra (Osborn, 181).
It would prove to be a significant experience for Biľak.

While originally designed in 2005, Fedra Arabic was redrawn and remastered for release in 2015 by TPTQ. The conventions of
serif and sans serif do not exist in Arabic typography, but the terminology is frequently used to distinguish the contrast of the
strokes within the script.

After its completion, Biľak presented the Arabic type at a design conference and was
immediately approached about developing Indic fonts. Design student Satya Rajpurohit sent Biľak
a sample of how Fedra might look in the Devanagari script. Although the initial sketch “wasn’t so
interesting,” they agreed to collaborate. (Wachowiak) They returned to handwriting, researching
and collecting samples of India’s many scripts in order to avoid typographic mistakes made in the
past. They finished Fedra Hindi, now known as Fedra Devanagari, two years later in 2009.
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Above is a sample of Fedra Devanagari designed by Biľak and Satya Rajpurohit. Serif, sans serif, baseline, and x-height are just
some of the conventions of Latin type that do not exist within Devanagari. Instead, characters hang from a headline and can be
combined vertically into conjuncts. At the time of its release Indic fonts were not supported within the most popular layout
programs without the assistance of third-party plugins.

Biľak and Rajpurohit agreed releasing a Devanagari script through Typotheque would not
reach its intended users. So in 2009, they launched the Indian Type Foundry, known as ITF
(Wachowiak par. 13). It was the first company to develop and distribute unicode-compliant digital
type in India (“About” Indian Type Foundry).
At the time, it was considered a high risk venture. India is a multilingual society with
complex script systems. There is also a high level of font piracy, and the belief that there is no
market for high-quality fonts, (Thomson par. 22) but ITF has proved it is possible. Their mission
also goes beyond designing quality type. ITF is educating clients and design students in India
about typography, fonts, and licensing (Wachowiak par. 31).
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After working with Arabic and Devanagari, Biľak turned his attention to Hebrew. He
realized that Israeli newspapers were relying heavily on very dated typefaces. Biľak took his Greta
text design, already available in multiple scripts, and began working on Greta Hebrew—a project
that would take seven years to complete (Garcia par. 6).
Developing Hebrew type would prove to be a highly collaborative project. Michal Sahar
became a close collaborator and consultant, completing Fedra Serif Hebrew and Fedra Sans
Hebrew. But it was Biľak’s students from the Royal Academy of Arts, The Hague, who would
prove to be significant partners and contributors. Daniel Berkovic, an intern, worked on unfinished
characters and spacing for Biľak’s designs for Greta Text Hebrew. Biľak and Berkovic together
completed Greta Sans Hebrew winning a 2016 Certificate of Excellence from the Type Directors
Club. Daniel Grumer, worked with Biľak to complete November Hebrew, Typotheque’s first
Hebrew release.

The three most popular Hebrew type designs: Frank Ruhl (1910), David (1954), and Hadassah (1958). While other, more modern
Hebrew type designs exist, they have been unable to unseat these three designs in popularity of use.
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Above, is a sample of Greta Sans Hebrew for which Biľak and Berkovic won a Type Directors Club Certificate of Excellence.

November Hebrew, Typotheque’s first Hebrew release, represents a radical departure from the traditional Hebrew type which
dominated the market. Both Greta and November leave all calligraphic flourish behind. They revel in the most basic form of the
script shapes which allow them to feel lighter and utilitarian.

Kristyan Sarkis was also one of Biľak’s students at the Royal Academy of Arts in the
Hague. After Sarkis’s graduation, they worked together on an Arabic newspaper typeface.
Typotheque subsequently published one of Sarkis’s type designs. In 2015, they formed TPTQ
Arabic together, a type foundry and design studio focused on high quality Arabic typefaces.
TPTQ’s first release was Greta Arabic, a Naskh style family of 39 fonts available in 10
weights—the largest Arabic type family available at its release (Marcos par. 4)—breaking new
ground in Arabic type (Heller “Greta goes Arabic” par. 1).
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Top, is Fedra Arabic, Biľak’s first Arabic type project. Second are the same characters in Greta Arabic Regular from TPTQ. Both
are Naskh-style letterforms, but Greta takes a further departure from traditional forms. Reducing contrasts and smoothing angles
further removes the design away from the calligraphic pen. To a Latin-based designer, Greta Arabic can feel more fluid, loose, and
perhaps casual.

Metropolis Magazine named Biľak a “Game Changer” for his contributions to “non-Latin”
typography, but he was only just getting started. In addition to Arabic, Devanagari, and Hebrew,
Biľak has also created and released Fedra designs for Inuktitut, Armenian, Greek, and Cyrillic.
Biľak has also made significant contributions to the technology of type design and
licensing. When Biľak first began working with Arabic type, font programs were unable to support
it. Arabic does not operate on the principle of a baseline. It is a fluid script system. FontLab in
particular would not allow anything other than a straight horizontal baseline. Throughout the
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history of the printing press, Arabic type was forced to conform to Latin type setting limitations.
Rather than being limited by existing tools, Biľak worked for nearly two years with a programmer
to create a type design program that allowed for a fluid baseline (Heller “Greta Goes Arabic” par.
2). Biľak considers it a designer’s job to go beyond the limitations of current technology and to
think differently than the programmer who makes the tools we use (TPC10 00:14:12–00:14:27).

An Arabic type anatomy diagram by TypeTogether demonstrates the many differences between Latin and Arabic typographic
terminology and construction. Further complications arise when combining Arabic characters into words and phrases.

These figures from Bi-Scriptual d emonstrate slant, cascading, and alternates. For horizontal slant, the horizontal connectivity of
letters can vary from 0–15 degrees, lifting up off the baseline, as shown in the first figure. Characters may also cascade vertically
(figure 2) or have a wide variety of alternate forms (figure 3) used for emphasis for decorative purposes.
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The typeface History imposes styles on top of a Roman capital base with the potential to create thousands of unique
combinations. It is beautifully elaborate and showcases Biľak’s emphasis on building systems rather than individual letterforms.

In another stroke of inspired innovation, Biľak designed and released History, a typeface
system as “an examination of layering across time and cultures” (Thomson par. 55). The project
was rooted in both his personal exploration of Tuscan type in the 1990s and his proposal for a
Twin Cities typeface for St. Paul and Minneapolis (Biľak “The History of History”).
His proposal would reuse existing fonts to create a system inspired by the evolution of
typography. “A user would select ‘History’ from the font menu, not knowing what font would be
used. History would be linked with the computer’s calendar and with a predefined database of
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fonts, presenting a different font every day. For example, one day it would use the forms of
Garamond, but the next day when you opened the same document, the font would change and
present the text in a new typeface, say Granjon, that was created later than Garamond. The idea
was that the constant changes would confront the user with the continuous development of
typography” (Biľak “The History of History” par. 6).
Biľak would combine the concept for the Twin Cities with a system of layering, finally
limiting the number of styles to 21 for the 21 centuries of type history it represented. Because
managing 21 layers can be overwhelming and time consuming, the typeface was released with a
custom application called History Remixer. It allows the end-user to mix styles and experiment
with layers before outputting an open PDF for fine-tuning in a design application. While using
History is still a somewhat daunting task, this deeply personal project has seen success, most
notably as the exhibit display font for Everybody Dance Now: 20 Years of Dancing in Print,
designed by Pentagram (Biľak “The History of History”).
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The display font for Everybody Dance Now is Biľak’s History font system. The unique layering system makes it possible to create seemingly
endless combinations, but the detailed and eclectic nature of each design makes it challenging to combine with other visual elements. The typeface is
the entirety of the design, but in this example of History in use, its distraction-free application on the poster feels oddly cold. It is the environmental
application on the window that embodies the warmth of history and story.

In 2009, Typotheque became the first foundry in the world to license its
entire font collection for the Internet (Rajagopal par. 2). It protected the studio’s work by allowing
remote cloud service access rather than downloading the entire font, a practice that is now
commonplace.
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He was also becoming increasingly disappointed in the options available for licensing
typography. Professional type design can be expensive to develop and expensive to license,
leading to piracy and poor design compromises. So in 2015 Biľak co-founded Fontstand.com, a
font rental program. It allows designers and companies to rent quality type short-term creating a
benefit for type designers, graphic designers and firms, and their clients. Fontstand also launched a
robust educational credit program which gives individual students credits to rent quality fonts.
Fontstand includes notable international type foundries. Aside from Typotheque, ITF, and TPTQ,
Fontstand also includes foundries such as Sandoll, Okay Type, Emigre, Type Together, House
Industries, and more.
In addition to Biľak’s significant contribution to typography, he has created impactful
graphic design and identity work. In the early 2000s he designed standard postage stamps for the
Royal Dutch Post. Graphically, the design is inspired by the Dutch landscape. The design can also
be read as a tribute to Dutch typography traditions. The first run of stamps was 150,000,000, and
they have been reprinted three times (Biľak “Dutch Standard Postage”).
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Officially Bilak’s postage stamp design for the Royal Dutch Post references an aerial view of the Dutch landscape with its very
distinct, rectangular divisions of the land, but it may also be a nod to the De Stijl art movement.

In partnership with the Johnson Banks agency, Biľak redesigned Mozilla’s wordmark.
Mozilla extensively documented the rebranding process, making it available online for public
comment. After the completion of the wordmark, Typotheque was asked to create a complimentary
typeface. Zilla was created and is freely available.
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The Mozilla Corporation’s wordmark and fonts balance quirky with forward-thinking. Where you would expect a terminal, Biľak
surprises with a spur. The italics grabs your attention with delightful surprises such as the usual y construction that should not work,
but does, matching the mix of straight and curved strokes in the x and w.
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V Mene Otca and Oko by Vladimír Balla are two titles published by KK Bagala using Biľak’s automated design algorithm. It is the
modern equivalent of Jan Tschichold’s famous work for Penguin Books. It also showcases Bli’ak’s blending of technology with art
and design. For Biľak, they are not separate disciplines but the core of his practice. It also showcases his ability to think in systems
rather than a singular end result.

KK Bagala worked with Biľak on a unique challenge. They publish literature at an
aggressive pace. Biľak worked with Erik van Blokland to create an algorithm that would
automatically generate printable typographic-art book covers with the title and author’s name.
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In 2017, Paula Scher designed a new identity for Parsons The New School and
commissioned Typotheque to create the type, a customized version of his Irma font (Pentagram
par.5). Biľak is currently working with Grand Paris Express to create a new information system
and custom typeface. It is an ambitious project that will not be completed until the 2030s.

The custom type made for Parsons The New School, plays with mixing widths of letterforms within a single weight, a styling that is
not unfamiliar to the work of Paula Scher. As applied for the school it has a touch of a retro science fiction or rather what we
thought the future might look like 50 years ago. Sadly, it does not take advantage of Irma’s most interesting features, conditional
letterforms and stylistic sets. Conditional letterforms are a concept borrowed from Arabic in which the letterform changes based on
its position within the word, and stylistic sets included in Irma allow for inverted space type and custom ligatures. The design below
is by Peter Biľak, showcasing the inverted space characters built into Irma.
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Typotheque created a new typeface system for the Paris public transport network. But as the network’s new information system is
not expected to be fully implemented until the 2030s, it is considered a work in progress.

The museum Kunstmuseum Den Haag commissioned Typotheque to design a new logo.
With the release of their logo, the museum also hosted its first typography exhibition. “The
exhibition Typotheque — What You Hear When You Read presents the studio’s work in type
design, graphic design, editorial design, publishing, scenography and modern dance”
(“Typotheque Solo Exhibition par. 2).
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The shape and color of Kunstmuseum Den Haag’s new logo references the distinctive original brick used in the building, a concept
proposed by agency KesselsKramer. Typotheque was asked to build the logo. While the base font is Ping from Typotheque’s
catalog, the distinctive K is based on work by Piet Zwart available in the museum’s archives (“New Logo for the Kinstmuseum Den
Haag”). The logo appears deceptively simple, yet represents a delicate adaptation of new and old. The unique K in particular is
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obviously from Zwart’s work but has been adapted to a more narrow letter spacing and heavier weight while still maintaining its
essential characteristics and readability. Along with the release of the new identity, the museum asked Typotheque to display the
process of designing the new logo along with selected works from Typotheque’s portfolio.

Above is Piet Zwart’s advertisement for NKF, housed in the museum’s archives and part of the inspiration for their new logo.
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Pictured are cover designs for Dot, Dot, Dot, issues 1, 7, and 9. T
 he
magazine created an immediately identifiable brand of ever-changing 3 dots without the traditional trappings of magazine
production—notably the absence of a masthead.

Biľak has also left his mark in publishing. In 2000 he started the magazine Dot, Dot, Dot
with co-editor Stuart Bailey. Rick Poynor of Design Observer called it “the most stimulating and
original visual culture magazine produced by designers since Emigre's heyday in the late 1980s to
the mid-1990s”. It was the very opposite of traditionally slick visual design magazines, and the
typography was unremarkable. It focused instead on an eclectic mix of articles and ideas. Again,
Poynor described it as intelligent and unpredictable (“Dot Dot Dot Dot” par.1 and 7).
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After seven years, Biľak withdrew from the publication. He would later say of Dot Dot
Dot, “It would not be a magazine showing visual outcomes of the design process, but presenting
the recurring themes of our daily work. Changing the way of thinking from ‘what a design
magazine should show’ to what we are interested in as designers was quite liberating” (Thomson
par. 25).
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While Biľak asserts that Works that Work w
 as about human creativity, it was more specific. The magazine was rarely concerned
with artistic endeavours. Instead, it was about ideas in action. The magazine covered such topics as an innovative solution to
preserving and protecting the Dutch coastline in the midst of climate change; an Indian man’s tireless quest to improve the lives of
rural women through affordable sanitary pads; to the Shared Space movement which creates blended, unregulated space for cars,
cyclists, and pedestrians. This is very reflective of Biľak’s love affair with not only ideas but their realized form.
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Lava was designed by Peter Biľak specifically for use in Works that Work. B
 ecause the magazine would be available in both print
and digital formats including web and ebook formats, as a whole or as individual articles, he wanted the type to be its identity
(Biľak “Lava” par. 3). It has a large x-height, generous counters, and fluidity of form that work well on screen but does not
overlook details needed for a quality print typeface. It also shares bits and pieces of past designs. The blunted corner of the e is a
characteristic of FF Eureka while the horizontal serif with upper curve is reminiscent of Fedra Serif.

In 2012, he started another magazine Works That Work. T
 ypotheque secured funding
through crowdsourcing, raising 30,000 euros to create a magazine “dedicated to exploring various
manifestations of human creativity” (Alderson par. 1). In the editorial of issue 1, Biľak wrote,
“One of the fundamental assertions of Works That Work is that creativity is not the exclusive
domain of artists or designers, but something that surrounds us in our daily lives, something so
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embedded in our everyday experience that it often escapes our attention. All human creations
involve design, though some of the most successful designs are so intuitive that we may take them
for granted unless we stop to study them closely.”
Although Biľak had already designed the logo and the typeface for it, Lava, this publication
placed him in the role of editor with publication design by the studio Carvalho Bernau. It was
intended to be a short-lived publication, and issued 10 editions over 5 years before closing. In its
final editorial, Biľak wrote “People like the security of keeping things as they are in defiance of the
fact that says that everything that has a beginning also has an end.”
As part of Works that Work, Biľak directed and produced Bhutan, a Tiny Country with Big
Ideas. I t is a documentary film showing how Bhutan has been able to preserve its unique cultural
identity while becoming a world leader in sustainable development.

Bilak sees design as a very broad field, and his work extends far beyond traditional outlets
of design and typography. It defies labels through his collaboration with choreographer Lukáš
Timulak. Biľak’s role has been credited diversely as set design, “concept”, dramaturge (Thomson
par. 37).
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In Body and Language, Biľak and Timulak transform the stage into a book with dancers and letters filling the pages. Above is a
scene featuring a custom-made rhombicuboctahedron.

For their first commissioned project, Body and Language, B
 iľak and Timulak combined the
alphabet with dance including the creation of a rhombicuboctahedron, a three-dimensional object
with 26 sides. Light would be cast through the object to create shadows which were messages told
through dance (Biľak “The Best Thing About Design” 00:07:58–00:08:31). For the work Inside,
Biľak created long tubes linked to heart rate monitors worn by the performers. The heartbeat rates
and variations would change both the lighting and provide the soundtrack for the
performance—bringing the audience into the body of the performer. He also combines dance and
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video to explore color and texture as in the piece There and Not There and The Sum of All Parts
(Biľak “The Best Thing About Design” 00:09:05–00:18:36).

Dot to Dot a nd There Not There combine the best of two mediums, dance and video. While Dot to Dot h as also been performed live
on stage, the pattern play has its fullest expression in the video as the costume patterns combine in dynamic ways. There Not There
is more somber. There Not There’s emphasis is on the “space between” two people. While not intended for a U.S. audience, the
concept paired with red and blue has a timely relevance to the American cultural and political divide.

These works have been created for institutions such as the Royal Swedish Ballet and the
Netherlands Dance Theatre. The collaboration even led to the creation of the Dance Writer, an
interactive installation that allowed a user to type a message and see it rendered through the
movement of a dancer. The work was exhibited in 2009 as part of the exhibition Quick Quick Slow
for Experimenta Lisbon. His collaboration with Lukáš Timulak has led to the creation of a
foundation for interdisciplinary collaborations called Make-Move-Think.org.
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Perhaps Biľak’s best contribution to his field is his love of the possible. Whether it is any
entirely new approach to a “design” magazine or his unusual involvement in modern dance, he
seems to enjoy the undefinable and unlimited nature of his creativity. Throughout his career, he
has been unrestrained by technical limitations, choosing instead to create the technology to execute
his ideas. He compares this to the approach of Baskerville. Baskerville created not just better type,
but better paper, better ink, better technology (TPC10 00:09:50–00:10:27). Biľak will not be
limited by tools or definitions.
For the U.S. market, so narrowly focused on Latin-based typography, it is hard to fathom
that there is anything that has not been created. So why does he still do it? “Type design has been
driven historically by technology, but I think the discipline has moved beyond the problem-solving
activity – it is more self-aware, more informed by history, with very few technical limitations. This
opens more possibilities for creation” (Thomson par. 52).
And Biľak still sees opportunity everywhere. “Many people drawing type today have solid
drawing skills, but no desire to advance the field (let alone rebel against it) by creating original
solutions. Can we call them type designers? I think not… Still, there are typefaces which haven’t
been made yet and which we need. Type that reacts to our present reality rather than being
constrained by past conventions; type for non-Latin scripts that gives its users more choices; type
that brings readers from previous media to new ones. It is time to think about why we design type,
not just how we design it” (“We Don’t Need New Fonts” par.6).
Biľak is also acutely aware of the longevity of much of his craft. He regularly comments on
the knowledge that much of the type we use today was first created by designers who are no longer
alive (TPC10, 6:58). Maybe it is because of this insight that his work defies “trendiness”. Indeed,
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his project for the Paris metro is projected to take more than a decade to fully implement—a
timeframe for which the idea of trends is meaningless. Instead, he chooses to work on the front
edges of design, choosing to mine new ideas and new outlets which may take years to realize. Only
time will tell how many of Peter Biľak’s personal explorations shape our future.
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